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Abstract:

This review aims to provide a comprehensive perspective on the use of first language (L1) in
foreign language classrooms by reviewing 15 empirical studies. This review found that the
focuses of those studies can be categorized from five aspects: (1) extent of L1 use, (2) the purpose
of L1 use, (3) factors influencing teachers’ use of L1, (4) attitudes and identities related to L1 use,
and (5) the effectiveness of L1 use on second language (L2) learning. Methods for research on
this area and directions for future research are suggested.
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1. Introduction

The on-going debate of L1 use in foreign language education exists for a long time. Empirical
studies on this topic have continued to investigate various aspects of L1 use in foreign language
education. Therefore, it is critical for researchers and educators to have an updated review, which
integrates separate and discrete findings at the global level.

This review aims to provide a possible direction for future research on the use of L1 in
foreign language classrooms by reviewing 15 empirical studies closely relevant to this topic. 12
articles were snowballed according to Sali’s (2014) research from those published on
international journals in 2014 to 2020, 3 articles were searched from those published on core
journals or CSSCI in CNKI with the keywords as follows: L1, first language, mother tongue, and
code-switching.
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To minimize possible confusion, L1 was defined as a student’s native language, the
mother tongue, or own language (Hall & Cook 2012). L2 was defined as the target language, the
foreign language, or the second language learned in a classroom. And code-switching was
defined as the switching between L1 and L2 by the teacher or students while communicating in
foreign language classrooms.

All selected articles were categorized into the following five areas according to their
research focuses: (1) extent of L1 use, (2) the purpose of L1 use, (3) factors influencing teachers’
use of L1, (4) attitudes and identities related to L1 use, and (5) the effectiveness of L1 use on L2
learning. This categorization was established on the basis of Shin et al.’s (2020) review, and the
coding for category was conducted by the author alone.

2. An overview of findings on L1 use

2.1 Extent of L1 use
Of the 15 reviewed studies, 7 dealt with the extent of L1 use, and inconsistent findings appeared.

As for the use of L1 in foreign language classrooms, Wang (2003) found that the use of L1
in foreign language classrooms was quite common, while Adriosh & Razi (2019) found that L1
was occasionally used in the classroom they observed. The investigation (e.g. Xie, 2011; Izquierdo
et al., 2016; Chen, 2014) on teachers” use of L1 in foreign language classrooms suggests that
teachers’ code-switching behavior and their overreliance on L1 were not uncommon, which is
contradictory with the results in Yuvayapan’s (2019) research that teachers did not frequently
use L1. Conclusion related to teachers’” use of L1 could be draw that teachers used L1 to different
degrees as indicated in the study of Tekin & Garton (2020).

The inconsistency of their findings might have been influenced by the context the
investigation conducted, the sample size of participants and the choice of methods (see Table 1).
For example, the investigation of Xie (2011) and Chen (2014) was conducted in China, while
Yuvayapan’s (2019) research was under the Turkish context, as a result of which inconsistency
appears in their findings.

2.2 The purpose of L1 use
9 of the studies examined the purpose of L1 use in foreign language classrooms and Sali’s (2014)
framework of the purpose of L1 use is regarded as the most comprehensive one, which contains
the purposes mentioned in other studies, and thus this paper presents Sali’s framework in Figure
1 as a reference to future studies.

In academic terms, explaining aspects of English (Xie, 2011; Chen, 2014; Izquierdo et al.,
2016; Adriosh & Razi, 2019; Koyli, 2020), eliciting (Ong & Tajuddin, 2020; Tekin & Garton, 2020),
reviewing (Chen, 2014; Adriosh & Razi, 2019), translating words and sentences (Xie, 2011; Chen,
2014), talking about learning (Ong & Tajuddin, 2020), and checking comprehension (Chen, 2014)
are included. L1 can also be used for more effective classroom management (Ong & Tajuddin,
2020; Wilden & Porsch, 2020; Koylii, 2020). In addition, L1 can be used to establish rapport (Xie,
2011; Adriosh & Razi, 2019) and provide feedback (Tekin & Garto, 2020) as well.
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Generally speaking, L1 plays a crucial role in foreign language classrooms. Teachers
realize various teaching purposes through the use of L1, but what negative effects will be brought
by the use of L1 in foreign language classrooms remains unexplored.

2.3 Factors influencing teachers’ use of L1

8 of the studies examined factors that influence teachers’ language choice, and the major
categories of factors that determine L1 use in foreign language classrooms were: (1) student-
related factors, (2) teacher-related factors, and (3) contextual factors.

Regarding student-related factors, the studies found three factors which heavily influence
teachers’ language choice: the students’ L2 proficiency (Xie, 2011; Sali, 2014; Chichon, 2018; Tekin
& Garton, 2020; Koylii, 2020), age (Chichon, 2018) and motivation of L2 learning (Chichon, 2018).

As for teacher-related factors, five factors were found to affect teachers’ use of L1: teachers’
L2 proficiency (Xie, 2011; Wilden & Porsch, 2020), language learning experiences (Xie, 2011;
Raman & Yigitoglu, 2018), pre-service education (Raman & Yigitoglu, 2018), prior teaching
experiences (Chichon, 2018) and the need to socialize and communicate with learners (Koyli,
2020). As Wilden & Porsch (2020) indicated that teachers with a higher formal qualification
tend to assess their L2 proficiency higher and claim to use the L2 more often in the primary EFL
classroom. In contrast, teachers with a lower formal qualification tend to assess their L2
proficiency lower and claim to use the L1 more frequently in the L2 classroom.

Seven contextual factors were found to influence teachers’” use of L1, namely, the
expectations of their institutions, colleagues and parents of their students (Yuvayapan, 2019),
types of classroom activities (Sali, 2014), the context of teaching (Raman & Yigitoglu, 2018),
institutional policies (Raman & Yigitoglu, 2018), types of teaching content (Chichon, 2018; Koyli,
2020; Tekin & Garton, 2020), curricular needs (Koylii, 2020; Tekin & Garton, 2020), and time
constraints (Koylii, 2020; Tekin & Garton, 2020).

2.4 Attitudes and identities related to L1 use

A total of 6 studies (e.g. Wang, 2003; Sali, 2014; Chichon, 2018; Yuvayapan, 2019; Adriosh & Razi,
2019; Gallagher, 2020) explored teacher attitudes towards L1 use in foreign language classrooms.
Wang (2003) and Adriosh and Razi (2019) also focus on learners’” voices. Both teachers and
students held positive towards the use of L1 and recognized the benefits of the L1, except that
teachers in Gallagher’s (2020) research tend to have stronger views against using the L1 in
multilingual contexts and to be more tolerant and flexible of this phenomenon in shared-L1
contexts and they believe that an L2-only approach facilitates a superior form of language
learning.

Among the 15 studies, only Raman & Yigitoglu’s (2018) research paid attention to
teachers’ identities to L1 use in foreign language classrooms, which shows that teachers were
taking multiple identity positions when justifying their code-switching practices being their
personal identities, namely, non-native English teacher identities, language learner identities and
linguistic identities. Ige (2010, p. 3047) states that “identity in many respects is shaped by language
and conversely, language choices may relate to identity”. Additionally, Pable et al. (2010) claim that
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“identities are commonly believed to shift as one shifts code, each shift being potentially meaningful as to
which identity speaker wishes to foreground, as required by a particular situation”.

2.5 The effectiveness of L1 use on L2 learning

Little attention has been paid to the effectiveness of L1 on L2 learning among the 15 reviewed
studies, only Zhu & Vanek (2015) found that a higher student response frequency as well as a
longer mean utterance length in code-switching classes than L2-only classes. The participants
were divided into two groups: two code-switching classes formed ‘the experimental group’, and
two L2-only classes were ‘the control group’. This division with L2-only classes as a control
comparative baseline aims to detect whether or not the absence of L1 use coincides with different
degrees of students’ classroom involvement.

3. Discussion

3.1 Methods used for research on L1 use

Investigation of the extent of L1 use in foreign language classrooms is usually conducted by
classroom observations. According to Dornyei (2007), classroom observation is “invaluable for
providing descriptive contextual information about the setting of the targeted phenomenon” (p. 185).
Clause-utterance counts (e.g. Izquierdo et al., 2016) generally have been employed as a feasible
way to analyze quantity of L1 use in the video-recorded or audio-recorded data.

Stimulated recall is commonly used to probe into teachers’ purposes of L1 use. Stimulated
recall is “a technique in which the researcher records and transcribes parts of a lesson and then gets the
teacher...to comment on what was happening at the time that the teaching and learning took place”
(Nunan, 1992, p. 94).

Pre-class or post-class semi-structured interviews are often used as a supplement to
classroom observations to further understand teachers’ beliefs and behaviors. Through
interviewing, “We can learn what people perceived and how they interpreted their perceptions. We can
learn how events affected their thoughts and feelings. We can learn the meanings to them of their
relationships, their families, their work, and their selves. We can learn about all the experiences, from joy
through grief, that together constitute the human condition” (Weiss, 1995, p.16). In the reviewed
articles, interviews are adopted to identify the factors affecting teachers” use of L1 and teachers
and students” attitudes towards L1 use, as well as teachers’ identities related the used of L1.

The effectiveness of L1 use on L2 learning is often conducted with experimental research
designs. For example, Zhu & Vanek (2015) set an experimental group to test if L1 use would
facilitate classroom engagement. According to Creswell (2002), “In an experiment, you test an idea
(or practice or procedure) to determine whether it influences an outcome or dependent variable. You first
decide on an idea with which to “experiment,” assign individuals to experience it (and have some
individuals experience something different), and then determine whether those who experienced the idea
(or practice or procedure) performed better on some outcome than those who did not experience it” (p.
295).
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3.2 Direction for future research

Since only 2 out of 15 studies have investigated students” perspectives on L1 use, it would be
important to get learners’ perspectives on L1 use and listen to their voices, actively involving
them in research and getting their “unique insights”, a point also emphasized by Tekin & Garton
(2020). Learners’ perspectives on L1 use may provide researchers a deeper understanding of their
needs on the foreign language learning, as a result of which can facilitate teachers’ judicious use
of L1.

Among the reviewed 15 studies, only Zhu & Vanek (2015) explored the effects of teachers’
code-switching behavior in foreign language classrooms. Both the L2-only principle and the use
of L1 aim to help learners acquire the target language, but how L1 use would affect learners” L2
learning is hardly investigated. It could be a worthy endeavor to conduct experimental research
to measure the effectiveness of L1 use on learners” L2 acquisition.

Finally, when to use L1 and how much L1 should be used in foreign language classrooms
perplexed foreign language teachers. Therefore, action research planning teaching strategies and
practices for the judicious use of L1 is needed, which is also recommended in the review of Shin
et al. (2020).

4. Conclusion

4.1 Summary

The purpose of this paper is to provide references for future studies relevant to L1 use in foreign
language education by reviewing 15 empirical studies on this field. To sum up, a lot attention
has been paid to L1 use in foreign language classrooms. Research in this field involves (1) extent
of L1 use, (2) the purpose of L1 use, (3) the factors influencing teachers’ use of L1, (4) attitudes
and identities related to L1 use, and (5) the effectiveness of L1 use on L2 learning. Through the
review, it is found that teachers” use of the target language in foreign language teaching is
important, but L1 also plays a critical role in foreign language classrooms. No matter following
the principle of L2-only teaching or allowing the use of L1, the fundamental purpose of teachers
is to help students acquire the target language. However, there are many factors influencing
teachers' use of L1 in foreign language classrooms. Although the teachers and students mostly
held a positive attitude towards the use of L1 in foreign language classrooms, they do not know
when and how much L1 should be used in foreign language classrooms, and research on the
impact of using L1 on students' foreign language learning is also needed.

4.2 Limitation of this review

This review is limited by its small scale, namely, merely reviewing 15 empirical studies on L1
use in foreign language classrooms, among which 12 articles were snowballed according to Sali’s
(2014) research from those published on international journals in 2014 to 2020, 3 articles were
searched from those published on core journals or CSSCI in CNKI with the keywords as follows:
L1, first language, mother tongue, and code-switching. Therefore, abundant studies on this field
may have been neglected due to the search strategy. In addition, the coding for the category was
conducted by the author alone, and thus subjectivity exists. Future research can expand the scope
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of literature on the basis of this review in order to have a more comprehensive understanding of
this field.

Table 1: An overview of the 15 reviewed studies

Study Context Participants Methods
Wang (2003) China’ secondary school 498 students; 10 teachers Questionnaires
Xie (2011) China; university 3 teachers of English majors Observations; stimulated recall
Chen (2014) China; university 40 teachers of non-English Observations; stimulated recall
majors
Sali (2014) Turkey; public secondary | 3 teachers Observations, interviews
school
Zhu & Vanek (2015) China; secondary school 4 teachers; 4 classes Observations, interviews
Izquierdo et al. (2016) Mexico; secondary school | 9 teachers Observations
Chichon (2018) Japan, university 9 English-native teachers Questionnaires; group interviews
Raman & Yigitoglu Cyprus; university 3 novice teachers Observations; stimulated recall
(2018)
Adriosh & Raz1 (2019) | Libya; university 6 teachers; 24 students Observations; interviews
Yuvayapan (2019) Turkey; state & private 50 (5:10) teachers Questionnaires; observations;
schools interviews
Gallagher (2020) Ireland 24 teachers Interviews
Koylii (2020) Turkey; university 155 (3) teachers Questionnaires; interviews
Ong & Tajuddin (2020) | Malaysia; rural secondary | 1 teacher Observations
school
Tekin & Garton (2020) | Turkey; primary school 5 teachers Observations; interviews (pre &
post)
Wilden & Porsch (2020) | Germany; primary school | 844 teachers Questionnaires
Academic Managerial Social/Cultural
e Explaining aspects e Giving instruction e Establishing
of Engllsh e Managing rapport
e Eliciting discipline e Drawing upon
* Reviewing e Monitoring shared cultural
e Translating words e Drawing attention expressions
and sentences * Praising
e Talking about
learning
e Checking

comprehension

Figure 1: Sali’s framework of the purpose of L1 use
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